A theoretical analysis of social entrepreneurship : the case of Poland and South Africa by Sroka, Włodzimierz & Meyer, Natanya
JOURNAL OF EASTERN EUROPEAN AND CENTRAL ASIAN RESEARCH   Vol.8 No.1 (2021) 
                                                                                   www.ieeca.org/journal                                                                 133 
 
A THEORETICAL ANALYSIS OF SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURSHIP: 





WSB University, Poland and North-West University, South Africa 
 
Natanya Meyer 





As global trends are moving more towards social inclusion and green entrepreneurship, many countries 
are changing or altering the way they want their firms to engage in business. This has sparked the 
interest in social entrepreneurship. Although a lot of research has been conducted on this issue, fewer 
country comparisons are available. Because country comparisons could lead to an improved 
understanding of the topic, the aim of this study is to provide a theoretical analysis on social 
entrepreneurship comparing Poland and South Africa, specifically focusing on the history, challenges, 
policy and government support initiatives, flagship programs and future trends in this field. The study 
follows a qualitative approach using document analysis by way of an intensive literature study. Findings 
based on the analysis indicate that social entrepreneurship is a global phenomenon and although it is of 
imperative importance as a means to improved social conditions, several barriers and challenges, which 
are noticeable in Poland and South Africa, are prevalent. As with traditional for-profit businesses, a main 
barrier for social enterprises is access to finance. 
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Globally, the trend to engage on a more social 
level and give back to the community and 
protect the environment is picking up. This has 
led to the phenomenon of social 
entrepreneurship becoming more prominent 
(Teles & Schachtebeck, 2019). Mair et al. (2006) 
mention that in the past two decades, social 
entrepreneurship has become more popular as 
it formally emerged as a new phenomenon by 
redefining the way people think and act to 
create social value. Although the formal notion 
of social entrepreneurship is rather new, the 
concept behind it is not new. Traditionally, 
social businesses were seen as non-profit 
relying on donations and other forms of funding 
(GIBS, 2018). However, this is fast changing, and 
businesses are using improved methods and 
business models to achieve and maintain 
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financial sustainability (Ferencikova, 2018). The 
establishment of social enterprises can occur as 
a result of several factors which includes moral 
judgement, empathy, achievement and self-
efficacy (Urban & Teise, 2015). As social 
entrepreneurship focuses on solving and 
reducing social complications while achieving 
economic sustainability, it can be seen as a 
means to strengthen and improve social and 
economic conditions simultaneously in a 
country (Littlewood & Holt, 2015).  
Defining social entrepreneurship seems to be 
a challenge on its own as there is no consensus 
on how it should be defined (Choi & Majumdar, 
2014), and the phenomenon has been viewed 
from many perspectives (Martin & Osberg, 
2007). As mentioned, traditionally social 
enterprises were seen as non-profit driven, 
needing to raise funds from external sources to 
survive. Neck et al. (2009) refers to a process-
based definition considering key terms such as 
creation of non-profits, new structures to solve 
social problems, innovative behavior for social 
objectives and social value creating activities. 
The notion of social entrepreneurship has been 
recognized as covering an extensive range of 
actions. Mair et al. 2006 mention that some of 
these actions include: entrepreneurial people 
enthusiastic to make a difference, businesses 
with a social purpose devoted to adding for-
profit motivations to the non-profit sector, 
novel categories of philanthropists supporting 
venture capital-like ‘investment’ portfolios, and 
non-profit organizations that are reinventing 
the way they conduct business by focusing on 
lessons learned from the business world. 
Temple (2017) refers to social enterprises as 
businesses that are in existence purely to 
address and try to alleviate daily social 
challenges. They collect income from trading 
goods and services in the market, however 
profits are reinvested into the business and also 
into the community. Some of the major 
challenges being addressed by today’s social 
entrepreneurs include: 1) the reduction of 
environmental impact; 2) creating work and 
new opportunities for people; 3) supporting the 
marginalized and vulnerable people in society; 
and 4) improving healthcare. Data reveal that 
social entrepreneurial start-ups are becoming 
more noticeable in communities and countries 
(Temple, 2017). In addition, social enterprises 
are becoming more financially diversified and 
moving away from traditional non-profit or 
donation-orientated models as they are building 
flexibility against a challenging and uncertain 
economic and political setting. Drayton (2011) 
refers to another aspect, collaborative 
entrepreneurship, a model in which everyone is 
seen as a ‘change-maker’. He refers to this as the 
formation of ‘change-maker’ teams focusing on 
what is most needed in a community. These 
team players will contribute to changes as and 
when needed. Drayton (2011) further states that 
social entrepreneurs are essential team players 
in the ‘change-maker’ scenario and become role 
models inspiring others around them. Most 
important, social entrepreneurs are vital in this 
rapidly developing world where many systems 
fail its citizens.  
For some, however, social entrepreneurship is 
viewed as just another type of entrepreneurship 
i.e., traditionally a for-profit model but solving 
social issues (Zahra et al., 2009). One thing that 
is clear is that social enterprises are 
multidisciplinary, and their size and aim can 
vary significantly. Although a formal, globally 
recognized definition must still be formulated, 
there could be consensus on the main 
dimensions that should be included in the 
overarching definition. These dimensions 
should include: 1) the explicit social mission of 
a social enterprise should be more important 
than profit: 2) they also provide a service to 
customers; 3) the proportion of traded revenue 
should distinguish them from not-for-profit 
organizations; 4) a proportion of profit/surplus 
should be reinvested; 5) they should be 
innovative; 6) they should provide an 
acceptable level of social impact; and 7) they 
should have a clear legal structure (Urban, 2008, 
Villeneuve-Smith & Temple, 2015). Although 
these dimensions or guidelines seem rather 
straightforward, different economic and country 
environments may have an effect on the 
implementation thereof. In light of this, the aim 
of this study is to provide a theoretical analysis 
on social entrepreneurship comparing Poland 
and South Africa, specifically focusing on the 
history, challenges, policy and government 
support initiatives, flagship programs and future 
trends in this field.  
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METHODOLOGY 
A qualitative research approach was utilized 
for this study as it was deemed most 
APPROPRIATE considering it provides the 
chance to gain a deeper insight and 
understanding of the topic under discussion. 
Considering the nature of the research study, 
document analysis was used to gather 
information regarding the topic. This method 
permits a critical investigation of content 
collected from reliable and trustworthy sources. 
In this case, policy documents, newspapers, 
academic research papers and books formed the 
main sources of information. Using this 
approach allows for a systematic method 
reviewing and evaluating various documents in 
order to extract central themes or topics 
emanating from the research problem or 
question (Bowen, 2009). Additionally, Corbin 
and Strauss (2008) discuss that using this 
method can assist in the improvement and 
understanding of a topic. Document analysis is 
seen as a social research method and the 
justification for using it is the triangulation of 
information. It is unobtrusive in nature and 
therefore removes possible favoritism or bias 
from interactions with the study’s sample 
population. Huysamen (1994), Babbie (2001) 
and Berryman (2019) all agree that it also 
encourages conceptual and contextual 
examination. Verifying findings and information 
from different trustworthy sources can create a 
confluence of information which could 
strengthen credibility (Bowen, 2009). Swart et 
al. (2014) state that results emanating from a 
document analysis permit verification with 
specific reference to the various documents. 
Advantages from using this methodology 
include: 1) saving cost and time when 
compared to other qualitative methods such as 
interviews or observation; 2) the ease of finding 
documents used in analysis; 3) limited to no 
human contact; and lastly, 4) documents are 
considered a reliable source which are freely 
accessible and non-reactive and thus can be 
viewed more than once (Bowen, 2009). Swart et 
al. (2014) further opine that results obtained 
from this form of analysis allow for verification 
specifically with reference to the various 
documents used. As suggested by Bowen (2009), 
the aforementioned documents (policy 
documents, newspapers, academic research 
papers and books) were selected as they 
contributed to the overall objective of the study. 
Furthermore, the documents could be 
considered credible, reliable, comprehensive 
and representative, as the source of all the 
documents used were known. The qualitative 
nature of the research findings focused on 
identifying themes that emerged from the 
research and conceptualizing it. These themes 
were identified as history, challenges, policy and 
government support initiatives, flagship 
programs and future trends in this field. 
 
Rationale for comparing Poland and South 
Africa  
Poland and South Africa were selected due to 
their similarity of past transitioning periods 
around the same time. Both these countries 
have only been considered democratic for 
between 25 to 30 years. South Africa started a 
true democracy in 1994 with the end of 
apartheid, and Poland was under communist 
rule up until 1990, both of which might have 
had some sort of an impact on the countries’ 
entrepreneurial culture (Bobby-Evans, 2015; 
Nieuwenhuizen, 2016). Under communist rule, 
Poland experienced the majority of the 
industries belonging to the government and this 
severely impacted business development 
(Chakrabarty, 2014). Although Poland and South 
Africa share a similar political transition to some 
extent, the evolution of these two countries 
since democracy differs greatly.  Table 1 
summarizes some key aspects and differences 
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Table 1: Key aspects of Poland and South Africa 
 Poland South Africa 
GDP per capita (2019) $13 811 - high-income  $6 160 - upper middle-
income 
Unemployment rate (2nd 
quarter of 2019) 
5.3% 29% 
Economic growth Positive high growth Stagnating moving 
towards recession 
Global standing and 
competitiveness 
Moving forward Moved backwards 




Infrastructure  Good and well-maintained  Poorly maintained 
Skills level Higher percentage of high 
skills levels 
Higher percentage of low 
skills 
Sources: United Nation (2019); Trading Economics (2019); Prinsloo (2012); Rondinelli & Shabbir 
(2003); Ahmed (2016); Jerzemowska et al. (2013) 
 
As can be seen from Table 1, Poland seems 
more stable in various economic and political 
areas, and this also has an effect on 
entrepreneurial and social aspects. Analyzing 
these two countries regarding social 
entrepreneurial aspects may prove valuable, 
especially in the case of South Africa. 
 
Social entrepreneurship in South Africa 
History of social entrepreneurship in South 
Africa 
South Africa has a complex history, and with 
the introduction of a democracy in 1994, a lot of 
changes in the way business is seen and 
conducted were experienced (Bobby-Evans, 
2015). This is the case for social 
entrepreneurship as well. Prior to 1994, many 
people were excluded from mainstream 
business activities, which as a result created 
many opportunities, especially in marginalized 
communities, for social entrepreneurs 
(Manyaka-Boshielo, 2017). This trend increased 
in the time after the end of apartheid, however, 
as the Government and many formal businesses 
were committed to improve the social, 
economic, and political injustice caused prior to 
1994 (Littlewood & Holt, 2018). The Global 
Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) reported on 
social entrepreneurial activity and found that 
early-stage social entrepreneurial activity was 
at a rate of 1.8 percent (Percentage of 18-64 
population excluding individuals involved in 
any stage of entrepreneurial activity who are 
latent entrepreneurs and who intend to start a 
business within three years) which was similar 
to the global average rate (49 countries) 
(Herrington et al., 2010). As South Africa is one 
of the world’s most unequal countries (2015 
Gini coefficient of 63), many opportunities for 
social entrepreneurship exist (World Bank, 
2020). Table 2 briefly lists some of the 
characteristics of social entrepreneurship pre- 
and post-1994.  
Table 2 shows that a clear change in the 
trends regarding social entrepreneurship 
emerged after 1994 as a result of the start of the 
post-apartheid democratic era. Many of the 
existing social enterprises developed in an 
attempt to address issues caused by the pre-
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Table 2: South Africa’s social entrepreneurship trends over time - Basic characteristics and evolution 
Prior to 1994 Post 1994 
Founding of the Pietermaritzburg Consumers Co-
Operative. 
Non-Profit Organizations Act (1997) repeals 
restrictive Fundraising Act 1978. 
United Nations declares apartheid a crime 
against humanity.  
End of transition to democracy, reduction in 
international donor funding. 
Donors began funding local civil society. COFTA—World Fair Trade Organization 
Africa; Amendments to Cooperative Act 
(2005). 
Growth of “civics” campaigning around local 
material issues (e.g., better service delivery) and 
wider political issues (overthrow of apartheid). 
Broad-Based Black Economic Empowerment 
Act 2004 COFTA formed; Co-Operative 
Development Policy for South Africa, 2004. 
Agricultural co-operatives, trade union co-
operatives emerge. 
Cooperatives Act (Act No. 14 of 2005).  
Ashoka Foundation opens offices in South Africa. SASIX launched 2009 ASEN and UnLtd South 
Africa created.  
Social entrepreneurship not so prevalent as a 
main focus yet. 
ILO social enterprise research study 
commences. 
Informal nature of social entrepreneurship taking 
place in rural and marginalized areas. 
CSESE founded at the University of 
Johannesburg; GIBS launches SECP; South 
African Government New Growth Path 
Framework. 
Social and cultural role, especially in the rural 
areas. 
Bertha Centre for Social Innovation and 
Entrepreneurship launched University of 
Cape Town; Social Enterprise World Forum, 
Johannesburg. 
Source: own elaboration based on: Manyaka-Boshielo, 2017; Bray, 2012; Littlewood and Holt, 2018; 
Urban, 2008, Littlewood and Holt, 2015. 
 
Pre-1994, the concept of social 
entrepreneurship was not as well documented 
although it was in existence.  In addition to the 
information listed in Table 2, several other 
initiatives were launched and implemented 
post-1994 which included, for example, 
PhytoTrade Africa, Social Enterprise Academy 
Africa and Impact Hub Johannesburg launches 
Social Impact Accelerator. Something that stood 
out post-1994 was the importance to right the 
wrongs from the past becoming more 
prominent; many private and public initiatives 
were formed, and social entrepreneurship 
started becoming a trend. Many hybrid models 
were developed, significant changes in the 
recognition of social enterprises were more 
prominent and it became trendy among the 
younger generation to engage in social 
enterprises. Social entrepreneurs were most 
likely to be educated up to the high school level 
or higher, males between 25 and 44 years old 
and urban-based. 
 
Policy of the South African Government and 
flagships programs 
As entrepreneurship has gained much 
attention in recent years within the political and 
economic sphere, policy development regarding 
it has also moved in a positive direction. 
Probably at the center of policy development in 
the South African context is the National 
Development Plan (NDP) compiled in 2011/12. 
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The aim of the NDP is to address several 
challenges faced by South Africans, many of can 
be classified as social issues such as low quality 
of education, high unemployment, poor 
infrastructure, the spatial divide, an unstable 
economy, a deprived public health system, 
meagre quality of public services, corruption 
and racial issues (Alexander, 2017).  
Among its various objectives, the NDP lists the 
creation of jobs and decrease of unemployment 
as its number one urgency in an attempt to 
increase economic growth, decrease poverty 
and ensure less inequality for South Africans. 
Emerging from this challenge, the NDP places 
importance on small business and 
entrepreneurship development (The Presidency, 
2012). As in many other South African policies 
and initiatives flowing from the main vision of 
the NDP, entrepreneurship and small business 
development are mentioned numerous times. 
Many of the benefits and challenges linking to 
for-profit entrepreneurs also have relevance to 
social entrepreneurs, so these policies could to 
some extent also be relevant in the promotion 
and development of social entrepreneurship. 
The NDP focusses on the following areas with 
regard to entrepreneurship development (The 
Presidency, 2012): 
• Ensure that entrepreneurship training 
among the youth cohort is improved in 
order to identify opportunities;  
• Ensure that South Africans form a unity to 
enhance fertile conditions for 
entrepreneurship; 
• Transform ownership to include previously 
disadvantaged groups by creating an 
enabling environment for Black owned 
small businesses; 
• Promote entrepreneurship in schools; 
• Promote skills development within new and 
underutilized sectors of the economy; 
• Ensure that Education and Training (FET) 
colleges identify scarce skills and introduce 
entrepreneurship training programs; 
• Improve and promote entrepreneurial skills 
development in sectors such as agriculture 
and tourism; 
• Provide financial support; 
• Ensure better coordination of government 
agencies. 
Many other policies surrounding 
entrepreneurship also exist, emanating from the 
Department of Trade and Industry, the 
Department of Economic Development and the 
Department of Small Business Development, for 
example (Meyer, 2018). Although many of these 
policies and initiatives are aimed at traditional 
entrepreneurial development, many have the 
aim to resolve a social issue and the basic 
principles of these policies also align with social 
entrepreneurial activities. South Africa has 
several purely social entrepreneurship 
initiatives and international support 
organizations of which some of these include: 
SAB Foundation Social Innovation Awards (an 
annual competition acknowledging innovative 
and impactful social entrepreneurs); US Ashoka 
Foundation; Schwab Foundation; Aspen 
Network of Development Entrepreneurs 
(ANDE); Lifeco UnLtd South Africa; Skoll 
Foundation (which provides established social 
enterprises with funding to scale their venture 
and increase reach); African Diaspora Network 
(which provides a knowledge-sharing platform 
for investors; Social Enterprise Academy Africa 
(which provides learning and development for 
social entrepreneurs); The South African Social 
Investment Exchange (SASIX) (South Africa’s 
first online social investment stock exchange 
that connects social enterprises with interested 
investors) (British Council, 2016). 
 
Key challenges and barriers of growth  
According to Bosma et al. (2015), social 
entrepreneurs are inclined to be rather 
optimistic in their future growth ambitions. 
Being optimistic about future growth is 
important as this could have a very positive 
effect on intention to grow and future 
investment possibilities (Meyer, 2019). 
However, as with traditional for-profit 
entrepreneurs, social entrepreneurs also face a 
myriad of challenges. Of these challenges, 
probably the most mentioned one, or the 
highest reason for failure, is chronic financial 
constraints (Martin & Osberg, 2007). 
Traditionally, social entrepreneurs have been 
reliant on self-funding, donations, and similar 
types of funding as they followed a purely non-
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profit business model. Recent trends have seen 
refined business models incorporating a more 
hybrid approach, however (Moss et al., 2008). 
On a global scale, and specifically in developing 
countries with enormous social needs such as 
South Africa, social enterprises should be 
thriving and not just surviving (Fin24, 2018). 
Littlewood and Holt (2015) opine that there is a 
multitude of environmental issues causing 
challenges for social entrepreneurs. These 
include living conditions, barriers to entry, 
availability of venture capital and bargaining 
power of buyers and suppliers. Furthermore, 
infrastructure in rural communities, where 
many of these businesses have their primary 
place of business, is in poor condition, creating 
increased pressure concerning accessibility. 
Another challenge is government policy and 
legislation. Many social businesses struggle to 
access enterprise development funds due to the 
nature of their business models and 
institutional imperfections (Roth & Kostova, 
2003). Temple (2017) lists the five main 
challenges faced by social entrepreneurs: 
procurement of grant funding, cash flow, 
limited demand and unfavorable economic 
environment, access to debt equity finance and 
public sector procurement policies. As social 
enterprises differ so much in their offerings and 
blended-value agendas, it can make the 
formulation of metrics and standardization a 
challenging aspect (Smith et al., 2013). In 
addition, calculating performance or impact to 
society is also not easy and this has a direct 
effect on securing finance (Nicolls, 2010). While 
many of the challenges social entrepreneurs 
face is globally recognizable, countries such as 
South Africa has some unique challenges. For 
example, as many social enterprises are formed 
by previously marginalized community 
members in their own communities, basic 
business tools such as business cards or having a 




It is clear that social entrepreneurship has a very 
distinct place in society and that more of these 
ventures will emerge and also unfortunately fail 
in the future. Some social entrepreneurs are 
becoming more innovative in their business 
models, and this might be a possible solution to 
more sustainable income. Specifically, in 
developing countries such as South Africa, the 
role that social entrepreneurs play in 
development is crucial (Littlewood & Holt, 
2015). Unfortunately, very few (less than 2% of 
the population between 18 and 64 years) are 
involved in this activity (Bosma et al., 2015). 
Future trends involve building more sustainable 
business models that have commercial 
relevance with social impact and tailoring 
products or services that provides offerings in 
different ways to different markets i.e. 
commercial and social simultaneously.  
 
Social entrepreneurship in Poland 
History of social entrepreneurship in Poland 
Poland has a long tradition regarding the 
growth and development of social 
entrepreneurship. The first examples of 
cooperatives and non-profit organizations 
appeared in Poland at the beginning of the 19th 
century (at that moment the country was 
occupied by the German, Russian and Austria-
Hungarian empires). In general, three main 
historical periods of their development can be 
distinguished (Table 3). 
The information presented in Table 3 shows 
both similarities and differences in particular 
periods. But one issue seems obvious: the real 
re-interest in the concept of social 
entrepreneurship increased radically in the 
third period, due mostly to the accession into 
the European Union (EU). For example, the 
European Commission, under projects such as 
the Social Business Initiative (SBI), EU Program 
for Employment and Social Innovation (EaSI), 
European fund for Strategic Investment (EFSI) 
among others have made investment of up to 
EUR 500 000 available for social entrepreneurs 
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Table 3: Poland’s social entrepreneurship trends over time - Basic characteristics and evolution  
Prior to Second World War 1945-1989 (during 
communism) 
Post 1990 
Existence of two basic types of 
social enterprises: associations, 
foundations and other voluntary 
organizations, as well as co-
operatives. 
Associations, foundations, and 
co-operatives not permitted to 
choose their governing 
officials, nor set their goals, 
nor undertake activities 
without the permission of the 
authorities.  
Necessity to re-build the 
potential of the social 
enterprises. 
A significant economic potential 
of the co-operative movement – 
around 20% of adult Poles 
belonged to a co-operative. 
In the late 1940s and early 
1950s, all foundations, and the 
majority of associations, were 
dissolved by the communist 
authorities, while their assets 
and properties were taken 
over by the state (without any 
compensation). 
Three phases in the 
institutionalization of social 
enterprises: 1) the 
renaissance of social 
enterprises (1989-1995), 2) 
stabilization of social 
enterprises in terms of 
numbers and their 
enhancement in terms of 
quality (1996-2002), and 3) 
institutionalization of social 
enterprises under the impact 
of the European Union (EU) 
(since 2003 until now).  
Social economy in Poland 
regarded as the important 
segment of the national 
economy (over 20 thousand co-
operatives, a strong position of 
mutual in the insurance market, 
annual co-operative share in the 
overall retail turnover at a level 
of 4-5%, however in the case of 
provision of agricultural 
products, it was much higher 
and amounted to 12%). 
Legacy of the communist 
regime strongly influenced 
Polish social enterprises in the 
third period and most of social 
enterprises had to build their 
economic potential from 
scratch. 
Support by public (from the 
state and EU) and private 
funds. 
Social and cultural role, 
especially in the rural areas. 
 Significant change in the 
recognition of social 
enterprises. 
Source: own elaboration based on: Herbst, 2008, p. 125; Ciepielewska-Kowalik 2013; Greblikaite et 
al., 2015. 
 
There are many other such initiatives that 
were implemented post-1990. Furthermore, as 
the importance of entrepreneurship and, 
specifically, social entrepreneurship is still 
growing, associations such as the Organization 
for Economic Co-operation (OECD), EU, 
European Commission, to name but a few, have 
various projects and programs assisting the 
growth and development of social 
entrepreneurship in Europe and many other 
countries (OECD, 2016). A project mapping the 
number of social enterprises in the EU was also 
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initiated in an attempt to more accurately 
measure the impact of social entrepreneurship. 
This in future will add more empirical data to 
the actual number, size, legal form and type of 
business activity which will be valuable in 
measuring the impact of social 
entrepreneurship. 
 
Policy of the Polish Government and 
flagships programs 
Research and analytical studies carried out in 
Poland show an increase in interest and 
recognition for social entrepreneurship among 
representatives of various fields of science - 
economics, management, law, as well as 
sociology, philosophy and psychology, with the 
vast majority of studies being theoretical (Pacut, 
2018). Also, Poland, as a country, promotes the 
growth and development of social enterprises. A 
special program, the so-called National Program 
for Social Economy Development, was launched 
by the Polish Government in 2014. It is worth 
mentioning that it has the status of an official 
governmental document. One should add that it 
was the first comprehensive legal act that fully 
recognized social economy in Poland, and, first 
of all, it determined the key directions of public 
support for the social economy and social 
entrepreneurship. In other words, the position 
of the social economy has been given a new, and 
at the same time very high, status and thus 
chances of development. 
This program clearly defines the entities that 
can be regarded as the social enterprise: 1) 
social enterprises, as they constitute the most, 
being the core of the social economy (e.g. co-
operatives); 2) public benefit entities 
conducting economic activity (non-
governmental organizations); 3) reintegration 
entities (e.g. occupational activity firms, social 
integration centers; their aim is socio-economic 
integration of people threatened by the social 
exclusion); and 4) informal initiatives (e.g. co-
operatives, student cooperatives) 
(Ciepielewska-Kowalik, 2015). 
In addition, the said program also states that 
social economy organizations have several 
major goals, such as to integrate the socially 
excluded (or threatened by social exclusion), to 
create workplaces, to provide welfare services, 
and to support local development. They should 
also contribute significantly to employment 
growth, social coherence, and development of 
social capital (Greblikaite et al., 2015). 
Despite these programs, further growth of 
social enterprises in Poland requires constant 
support. There are several forms of support for 
social enterprises, the most important of which 
are direct subsidies, as well as preferential loans 
and credits, access to free information and 
advice services, as well as - and use of - 
guarantee funds and credit guarantees. There is 
also a worldwide known program by the 
international association, one of the goals of 
which is to identify, select and empower social 
entrepreneurs. Those social entrepreneurs 
usually initiate, through a bottom-up approach, 
a chain of autocatalytic systemic changes 
initiatives, making the process endogenous and 
empowering people, groups, communities, and 
societies (Praszkier & Nowak, 2012). 
Another example of the initiative which 
promote social enterprises is NESsT and 
JPMorgan Chase Foundation, which have 
announced the first awards for the best social 
enterprise business plan in 2014. Generally, it is 
necessary to state that unless, these initiatives 
and programs are varied in their scope and 
aims, they contribute to the promotion of social 
enterprise and social entrepreneurship 
development in Poland (Greblikaite et al., 2015). 
 
Key challenges and barriers of growth  
Poland has experienced dynamic growth and 
development of its social enterprise sector, 
however it faces a number of barriers. Typical 
obstacles that social entrepreneurs encounter 
include financial problems, lack of knowledge 
and qualifications and processes enabling the 
construction and maintenance of a high-quality 
product or service. There are, however, some 
other obstacles resulting from their social 
nature, which include, for example, lack of trust 
in the initiatives undertaken by social 
enterprises, low level of activity of local 
communities, lack of social trust for partnership 
building skills and collaborating to achieve 
common objectives and lack of cooperation 
between social enterprises. No wonder, then, 
that some representatives of social enterprises 
claim it is easier to find an employee or 
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customer by hiding the social nature of the 
business. 
 Given these facts, some basic challenges for 
social enterprises in Poland can be presented. 
First, it seems that a key role should be played 
by self-governance and local leadership. In 
other words, social entrepreneurship should be 
based on self-governance (e.g., local leader, 
mayor, etc.). This requires joint preparation 
programs and action plans (Praszkier et al., 
2014). Second, a mental change is equally 
important. Years of communism have brought 
very negative consequences (e.g., apathy, lack of 
belief in one’s own strengths), which even now 
still are not easy to overcome (although in 
Poland in general a strong sense of community 
is being observed). Third, a modification of the 
education system that is better adjusted to the 
real needs, with more focus on practice rather 
than theory, is necessary. This relates to all 
levels of education but especially tertiary 
education (Greblikaite et al., 2016). One also 
cannot forget about Social Integration Centers 
that focus on reintegration of foreigners, 
immigrants, and addicted people. This factor 
plays a huge role nowadays, as the country 
attracts millions of emigrants, including some 
from ‘culturally far regions’, from different 
countries. For sure, this aspect is expected to 
have more and more importance. 
 
Future trends 
As Lin (2019, p.1) stated, “today, social 
enterprises contribute to all facets of society, 
offering supportive and life-changing facilities, 
engaging a massive number of individuals and 
generating millions of dollars”. In other words, 
social entrepreneurship is becoming more like 
mainstream entrepreneurship. Social 
entrepreneurs will need to innovate by creating 
solutions to create value for society. They will 
have to offer superior, innovative or better-
quality solutions for the issues they identify in 
their societies and globally. Nowadays, the 
emphasis on social components in the general 
mainstream of innovation activity is one of the 
strongest grounds for the successful functioning 
and development of enterprises (Shpak et al., 
2017; Khan et al., 2021). At the same time, one 
should remember that the operations of social 
enterprises are aimed at both making profit and 
addressing social and (or) environmental issues 
(Urmanaviciene & Cizikiene, 2017). Consumers 
also are increasingly paying more attention to 
the importance of ethical and environmentally 
friendly aspects, as illustrated by the fair-trade 
and “buy-social” phenomenon, which advocates 
the human being’s centrality in economic 
undertakings (OECD/European Union, 2017; 
Pakurár et al., 2020). 
 Poland is becoming similar to developed 
countries and even now, in some aspects (e.g. 
functioning of the Warsaw Stock Exchange), is 
regarded as the first developed country coming 
from the former Soviet Union block. Being 
similar to a developed country refers to a 
variety of aspects related to the functioning of 
the economy and society, including social 
entrepreneurship, and it means then that these 
trends will be applied to Poland. 
 Historical data from Poland and practices 
from other countries indicate the involvement 
of social enterprises in the development of the 
tourism industry. The inclusion of social 
enterprises in economic activity in the field of 
tourism is a chance to recreate the patterns of 
management in this field that match the 
expectations of modern and postmodern 
tourists (Waligóra, 2018).  
 
DISCUSSION 
The analysis that has been conducted shows 
that there are both similarities and significant 
differences between the two countries. The 
latter is nothing special, given that even 
between culturally and geographically close 
countries there are substantial differences, as 
was confirmed by Kliestikova and Janoskova 
(2017), who analyzed the profiles of consumers 
in different countries. They revealed, inter alia, 
that despite the fact that Slovak Republic and 
Czech Republic have common socio-cultural 
past due to existence of the former 
Czechoslovakia, they were grouped into the 
different clusters.  
The factor which can certainly be considered 
as a common feature of both countries is the 
similar period of the existence of a democracy 
(30 and 26 years for Poland and South Africa 
respectively) in which a number of events 
promoting and stimulating social 
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entrepreneurship were launched. It is worth 
adding that in the beginning of the 1990s both 
countries, in addition to having similar 
populations (37.56 million for South Africa and 
38.04 million for Poland), also shared an 
autocratic political history (apartheid for South 
Africa and communism for Poland). There were 
also significant differences, however.  South 
Africa, even though it is one of the most 
developed countries in Africa, had a much 
higher level of poverty was much higher in 
South Africa than Poland (which, even so, is 
among the poorest countries in Europe). 
Addressing poverty, no doubt created a huge 
impetus for social entrepreneurship activity in 
both countries, however the last years show 
that South African and Poland have followed 
different development paths (see Table 1).    
Another similarity is the approach each 
country has taken with respect to the 
development of social entrepreneurship. In the 
case of South Africa, it was the National 
Development Plan launched in 2011/12 which 
aim to address several challenges faced by 
South Africans, especially poverty reduction and 
addressing the very high unemployment level, 
one of the most prominent problems of the 
country. Indeed, these two issues created a very 
prominent platform for social entrepreneurship. 
In contrast, the Polish government implemented 
the National Program for Social Economy 
Development in 2014, which was the official 
governmental document fully recognizing the 
social economy in the country and determining 
the key directions of its development and public 
support. Though both documents were official, 
they were different concerning their main 
aspects. In South Africa, encouraging social 
entrepreneurship mostly relates to the ‘fight’ 
against poverty and high unemployment, 
whereas in Poland support for social 
entrepreneurship not only was to help alleviate 
poverty but also help with the development of 
the economy in general. In Poland’s case, both 
problems were solved: the social program 
initiated by the Government after 2015 caused 
poverty levels to diminish significantly (it is 
similar to the average in EU), and in turn 
unemployment levels in Poland are one of the 
lowest in Europe. To provide some context, 
though, to the differences between the 
countries in terms of the different results from 
social entrepreneurship, in the last 30 years 
South Africa’s population has grown by 20 
million (to 58 million), while Poland’s has 
stayed rather constant.  As a result, the scale of 
the poverty and unemployment problems in the 
two countries are not comparable.   
It is also worth adding that in South Africa 
there were more initiatives stimulating the 
growth of social entrepreneurship, which can be 
seen by comparing the data presented in Tables 
2 and 3. Despite this fact, the real effects of the 
social entrepreneurship to, for example, lower 
unemployment levels, are higher in Poland. A 
partial explanation of this can be that Poland 
has been a member of the EU, which makes it 
possible for Polish companies, even social ones, 
to attract support from EU funds, regardless of 
their form. In addition, Polish social 
entrepreneurs may use the benefits of other 
funds, such as the Visegrad Fund or Norway 
Funds. The Visegrad Fund is an international 
donor organization established in 2000 by the 
governments of the Visegrad Group countries—
Czechia, Hungary, Poland and Slovakia - to 
promote regional cooperation in the Visegrad 
region (V4) as well as between the V4 region 
and other countries, especially in the Western 
Balkans and Eastern Partnership regions. South 
African social enterprises do not have such 
support. 
Our analysis also showed that social 
entrepreneurs in Poland and South Africa face 
very similar problems in day-to-day operations. 
These include financial problems (banks are 
rather unwilling to offer credit and loans to 
social businesses) and a lack of skilled and 
qualified employees. But based on the 
observations of other countries (including 
developed ones), one may state that it is a 
common problem of all social enterprises 
regardless of the location.  
 
CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
Social entrepreneurship is a specific type of 
business that, like traditional companies, 
accomplishes economic goals, but places more 
emphasis on the achievement of social goals. 
Given this fact, many countries stimulate and 
promote the growth of social enterprises, 
treating them as useful instruments for 
economic development. 
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This study has analyzed the existence and 
functioning of social entrepreneurship in South 
Africa and Poland, two culturally and 
geographically different countries. Though 
having similar starting points, both countries 
followed different development paths that had 
an impact on the growth of the social 
entrepreneurship.  
Our study contributes to theory in several 
aspects. First, it analyzes the functioning of 
social entrepreneurship in two countries that, 
on one hand are similar to some extent (e.g. 
historical circumstances and period of 
democratic governments) but have substantial 
differences (e.g. current macro-economic 
indicators). To the best of our knowledge, it is 
the first study of its type in comparing Poland 
and South Africa on a social entrepreneurial 
level. Second, it represents an international 
approach which is much more interesting than a 
single country analysis only, which we believe 
adds value to the study of social 
entrepreneurship. Third, the results of our study 
may be useful for the formulation of the 
research hypotheses in further surveys.  
Based on our research, we present the 
following recommendations to improve the 
situation that social entrepreneurs face now: 
• Focus more on impact and long-term 
sustainability: This can be done by ensuring 
that projects are screened before they 
commence and that a proper status quo 
analysis (if possible) is done in an attempt to 
measure the impact;  
• Focusing on the development of clear 
action plans: Plan the business or 
intervention beforehand. In many cases, due 
to the passion and enthusiasm of social 
entrepreneurs to make a difference, 
important steps in the planning phase are 
left out; 
• Social businesses must be seen as a 
business: Social entrepreneurs should 
remember that social enterprises should 
also be financially viable in order to survive 
and should therefore opt for some sort of a 
hybrid for-profit model; and  
• Involve local communities on all levels: As 
far as possible, social entrepreneurs should 
try to involve the community, education 
institutions, local businesses and 
government in an attempt to develop 
cooperative networks. 
The current study is theoretical and conceptual, 
and this may be deemed as a restraint. Although 
this study provided information on the 
importance of social entrepreneurship and the 
differences and similarities between Poland and 
South Africa, it is not without limitations. First, 
the exploratory and qualitative nature of the 
study could be seen as one dimensional, future 
studies of an empirical nature could provide 
more robustness to the topic. Future studies 
building on this study will include empirical 
findings from social businesses in the two 
sample countries to determine their challenges 
and barriers. In addition, including more 
countries to the analysis may prove to be of 
value as this may assist in identifying best 
practices and possible solutions to the 
challenges and barriers faced by social 
entrepreneurs. In addition, some kind of 
longitudinal study (e.g. conducted every 5-10 
years) could provide valuable information on 
the direction in which the situation regarding 
social entrepreneurship will evolve. Despite this 
fact, we strongly believe that this study presents 
the real situation with regard to social 
entrepreneurship in both countries. 
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